Fear of Punishment and Causes of Feelings of Guilt in Samples of Egyptian and Saudi Preschool Children  by Basyouni, Sawzan Sadaqa & Chahine, Eman Fawzi
Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 30 (2011) 1022 – 1026
1877-0428 © 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of the 2nd World Conference on Psychology,  Counselling and Guidance.
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.10.199
 
 
Procedia  
Social and 
Behavioral 
Sciences Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  00 (2011) 000–000 
www.elsevier.com/locate/procedia 
 
WCPCG-2011 
Fear of punishment and causes of feelings of guilt in samples of 
Egyptian and Saudi preschool children  
Sawzan Sadaqa Basyounia, Eman Fawzi Chahineb, * 
aUmm Al Qura University, Makkah, Saudi Arabia 
bUmm Al Qura University, Makkah, Saudi Arabia; Ain Shams University, Cairo, Egypta 
Abstract 
This study aims at the exploration of what causes fear of punishment and feelings of guilt in preschool children in two Arab 
countries: Egypt and Saudi Arabia. Using the framework of a clinical case study, data were collected depending mainly on the 
CAT projective test. Content analysis of children's CAT stories revealed both unique and common elements regarding fear of 
punishment and feelings of guilt in the two samples. Results were discussed in the light of cultural background differences and 
common aspects.  
Keywords: Punishment, Guilt Feelings.  
1. Introduction 
Reinforcement is considered to be the most important way which parents and caregivers use to ensure that 
children acquire proper behavior and desirable habits. On the other hand, negative reinforcement, or what could be 
called punishment is required to stop unwanted behavior. Children learn to "behave well" very early depending on 
what parents approve or disapprove of. Later, as they grow up, they internalize parents’ and caregivers’ rules. This 
means that the discipline of a child starts with the policy of positive and negative reinforcement (reward & 
punishment). Then children of 3 to 8 years of age begin to learn the advanced skills of seeing things from another 
person's perspective [1] and choose what they now believe to be proper behavior. This research aims at the 
exploration of the role played by expectations of punishment and feelings of guilt in the moral development of the 
child, and his/her personality as a whole in two different cultures; that of Egypt and that of Saudi Arabia. 
1.1. Statement of the problem 
It is expected that in terms of what a child perceives as punishment, the strength of what he/she experiences as 
guilt feelings contributes to the child's moral development and social adjustment in a way that can be detected in 
children's CAT stories. Since there are various types of discipline and punishment in different cultures, it is expected 
these will affect children differently. This study aims at exploring these differences in two groups of preschool 
children: Egyptian and Saudi. 
1.2. Literature Review 
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Punishment is defined as a person or a group's reaction to deviations from social norms or to unacceptable 
behavior [2]. It is used as a negative reinforcement, aimed at stopping undesirable behavior or acts. Mothers, fathers 
and caregivers use punishment to discipline children in numerous ways, starting with strong remarks (verbal 
punishment) and calling off privileges, to direct physical punishment.  A child learns to avoid punishment through 
behaving "well" according to what is desired by the parents, caregivers and teachers. Having learned to avoid what 
he/she perceives as punishable and socially undesirable behavior, a child experiences guilt feelings on occasions in 
which s/he approaches or even desires to undertake punishable deeds. Guilt is generally characterized as an 
agitation-based emotion or painful feelings of regret that are aroused when a child actually causes, anticipates 
causing, or is associated with, an aversive event [3]. Guilt plays a similar role in the correction of a child's conduct, 
but while punishment is implemented by socializing figures, guilt is inflicted from within. In contrast to the "basic" 
emotions such as anger or joy which emerge very early in life, guilt is among the more developmentally advanced 
"secondary" emotions that emerge later (from about the age of 2 years onwards) and hinge on several key cognitive 
abilities starting from around the age of two. These abilities are: a) a clear recognition of the self as separate from 
others, b) the development of behavior standards, and c) the ability to make a distinction between self and behavior. 
It goes without saying that none of these abilities is present at birth. Basically, guilt is a healthy emotion because it 
shows a special link with empathy, it motivates avoidance response to undesirable acts and, even more important, it 
motivates corrective actions. But when guilt is associated with shame, it makes a child prone to psychological 
problems. This is true because guilt focuses on condemning the deed, while shame focuses more on devaluing or 
condemning the self [4]. Generally, guilt is considered to be a socially valuable emotion, and it also has an adaptive 
and constructive moral affect [5]. A child can derive developmental benefits from his own guilt when he/she is old 
enough to make a distinction between self and behavior, so it could be possible to experience shame-free guilt 
feelings [6]. 
Guilt Theories: The topic of the young child’s capability to feel guilt is rife with controversy. According to 
psychoanalysis, a child is not capable of guilt feelings until the Oedipus complex is resolved and the superego is 
established. Until that time, children behave morally only if they feel threatened with the loss of love [7]. From a 
psychosocial point of view, Erikson thinks that a child from 3 to 6 years of age is confronted with the task of 
learning initiative, where guilt comes as a result of too much inhibition and strict rules on the part of the parents. 
However, having too much initiative with too little guilt means a maladaptive tendency which Erikson calls 
ruthlessness [8]. Cognitive psychologists are particularly interested in what they call the cognitive prerequisites of 
guilt (as mentioned above). Hoffman confirms the necessity of these prerequisites, but he indicates that they don't 
need to be fully developed [9]. This means that a young child can feel guilt.  
1.3. Purpose of the study 
Proper punishment and guilt feelings are important to the moral and social development of children, but very 
little attention has been paid to studying the role played by them. The purpose of this study is to shed some light on 
this topic, with an emphasis on the expected cultural differences.  
 
2.  Procedures 
2.1. Sample 
The sample used in the study consists of two groups of preschoolers with an age range of between 3 and 6 years; 
the Egyptian group (10 children, 5 males and 5 females) and the Saudi group (7 children, 5 males and 2 females).  
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2.2. Data collection 
A clinical case study was developed and the CAT (Children's Apperception Test) was administered in private 
sessions attended by the mother and the child. 
2.3. Method 
As it is not expected that a 3-6 year old child can report his/her emotions and experiences reliably or accurately, 
especially those related to embarrassing events [10][11], a clinical case study framework was adopted with the use 
of the CAT test to ensure the collection of the necessary data. The findings were analyzed through a content analysis 
of CAT stories told by the children.  
 
3. Findings (Case Studies) 
Case studies of both groups - the Egyptian and the Saudi - revealed the main types of punishment used to 
discipline preschoolers in both cultures, and the impact of the various types of punishment upon the child's moral 
and social development and his/her personality as a whole. 
3.1. The Egyptian group 
Content analysis of CAT stories told by the Egyptian preschoolers showed that the main acts they perceived as 
punishable were related to a lack of cleanliness and being over-demanding. They expected to be punished 
physically, deprived of love and care, or deprived of privileges. 
In cases of children who suffered from harsh punishment, stories revealed aggressive reactions directed towards 
the punishing figures (mostly fathers). In all ten cases, physical punishment was associated with male figures 
(fathers), whereas punishment by female figures (mothers) was more associated with threats of abandonment, 
deprivation of love and care, and calling off of privileges. 
One case showed intense fear of physical punishment, too many aggressive tendencies towards the father and 
almost no trace of guilt feelings. The case study revealed a very disturbed relationship with the father, with a passive 
and helpless mother who could not protect her child from the father's frequent harsh punishment. 
In cases with parents and caregivers adopting a balanced policy of positive and negative reinforcement, and 
where punishment was fair and justified to the child, children showed signs of positive guilt which included 
tendencies to confess, apologize and correct acts. 
Only one case showed signs of guilt feelings mixed with shame, but it was not associated with too much 
punishment. Rather it was associated with the absence of a very busy mother. The child perceived her mother's 
frequent absence as a punishment; she thought that she has been abandoned by her mother because she was not 
clean and was very "disgusting".  
Children exposed to threats of abandonment and loss of parental love and care, revealed insecure feelings and 
suffered from fears of darkness, loneliness and being attacked by monsters or by strangers. 
3.2. The Saudi group 
Content analysis of CAT stories told by the Saudi preschoolers showed that the main acts they perceived as 
punishable were associated with bad conduct, disobedience, and a lack of cleanliness. Saudi preschoolers expected 
to be punished physically, to be deprived of love and care, or to be abandoned and left alone in return for their "bad" 
deeds. 
Stories of children who suffered from harsh punishment were poor, with little detail. In contrast, children exposed 
to fair punishment told rich detailed stories. 
Children expected physical punishment to be associated with male and father figures, while threats of 
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abandonment and deprivation of love and care were more associated with female punishing figures. Stories told by 
most of the children included complaints about very strict rules and too much discipline. 
Preschoolers' CAT stories revealed an intense fear of all types of punishment, but there were very few signs of 
guilt feelings, in that most "bad" acts took place with guilt free emotions. 
Children threatened with abandonment showed signs of separation anxiety, but they also showed traces of 
positive guilt and willingness to "behave well" in order to regain their parents’ and caregivers' love, care and 
protection. 
 
4. Discussion and conclusion  
Experiences of fear and guilt are considered to be sensitive topics for children to talk about openly. This was why 
the CAT test chosen to collect data related to preschoolers' fear of punishment and feelings of guilt. Projective tests 
are valuable and effective tools for collecting data related to embarrassing feelings, inhibited memories and present 
needs, whether conscious or unconscious [12]. 
The content analysis of preschoolers' CAT stories in both samples showed that they perceived certain acts as 
punishable. The common source of fear of punishment was being dirty. Egyptian preschoolers thought they could be 
punished for being over demanding, while Saudi preschoolers perceived being disobedient as being a more 
punishable act. 
Children exposed to too frequent and harsh punishment showed particular aggression towards punishing figures, 
mainly fathers. In two cases, rejection and threats of love loss were perceived as being too harsh a punishment for a 
preschooler, and this elicited intense reactions of aggression. This finding is supported by the study of Hudley and 
Graham [13] who found that rejected children tend to be more aggressive than non-rejected children. It also goes 
without saying that a child who gets punished too frequently feels that his/her parents are not tolerant towards 
him/her. So, instead of learning to be tolerant towards others, such a child learns to act more aggressively. 
Exposing children to harsh and frequent punishment proved to have many bad consequences. Children, who 
reported being punished frequently, produced poor stories with very few details. To some extent, this could be a sign 
of limited imagination. Sommer attributed lack of imagination in early childhood partially to improper punishment, 
as he thought that the development of imagination involves a relatively large sanction-free space for the child. 
Preschoolers of both groups showed fear of physical punishment associated with male figures, while female 
figures were more associated with verbal punishment, calling off of privileges, and threats of abandonment or 
deprivation of love and care.  
It's not the frequency or severity of punishment that makes it an effective way to discipline children. Rather, it 
should be employed properly and fairly in order for it to be one of the most effective ways to instill the discipline 
necessary for children to learn and grow well [14][15][16][17]. 
As for guilt feelings, it was expected that preschoolers of 3-6 years of age would demonstrate signs of guilt for 
what they believed to be "bad deeds" they had committed, because by this age children grow familiar with their 
cultural expectations, and they try to behave up to their level [18]. While children of both groups in this study 
showed manifestations of fear of punishment, only the Egyptian group showed clear manifestations of guilt feelings 
in the form of confessions, apologizing and correction of damage or for bad acts. Traces of guilt feelings appeared in 
the Saudi preschoolers only in children exposed to threats of rejection and abandonment.  
It was expected that because they are very young, preschoolers would show signs of shame along with their guilt 
[19], but most guilt feelings were shame-free, with the exception of one girl in the Egyptian group who explained 
what she believed was her mother's rejection with the self-devaluating thought: "I'm dirty, I'm disgusting". 
Children's form of guilt seems to be associated with the form of discipline technique their parents use. Sometimes, 
like the case demonstrated above of an Egyptian preschooler, a child does not experience guilt feelings when there is 
too frequent and too harsh punishment. Kubany and Watson [20] think guilt is not expected in cases like that 
because a child believes that his/her "bad" actions are fully justified. 
In the final analysis, punishment and guilt play an important role in the context of social and moral development 
in early childhood. If punishment is employed properly by parents, caregivers and teachers, it can contribute 
positively to children's psychological adjustment and well-being. 
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